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Prologue

My Missouri

3

“All that goes to make the me in me began in a Missouri 
village. . . .”

Mark Twain, Following the Equator (1897)

As I began to think about writing this book commemorating the two hun-
dredth anniversary of Missouri statehood, I began, also, to think about my 
own Missouri history, and the countless ways in which this state has shaped 
me. I am who I am because of where I was born, and when and where I 
grew up. The way I experienced the world over the past seven decades and 
more was largely determined by the timing of my birth, my gender, my 
race, my religion, and my parents’ ethnicity and socioeconomic standing. 
My personal story is a Missouri story, tied intrinsically to this state’s history. 
Without it, I would not be me. The same is true for all Missourians.

Missouri is a place that I have always called home, as have four gener-
ations of Kremers who preceded me, and two (and counting) generations 
who succeed me. Like so many Missourians past and present, I am de-
scended from immigrants. My great- great grandfather, P. Gustav Kremer, 
came to Osage County, Missouri, from Krefeld, Germany, during the early 
1840s, shortly after the county was established in 1841. As a young man in 
his early twenties, he came to Missouri in search of greater opportunities, a 
chance for a better life. He settled on a 103- acre farm, purchased from the 
federal government, near the village of Loose Creek, about 15 miles east 
of Missouri’s capital, Jefferson City. Soon thereafter (1844) he married a 
fellow German immigrant by the name of Agnes Dahler. The couple start-
ed a family the next year, with the birth of my great- grandfather, Joseph, 
in 1845.

Like too many men on my father’s side of the family, Gustav died young, 
not yet fifty years of age, in May 1865, soon after the end of the American 
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4 Prologue

Civil War. Four years later, his eldest child and only son, Joseph, married 
Anna Koenigsfeld, who lived several miles north of her husband’s birth-
place, a farm along Cedar Creek, a Loose Creek tributary only a few miles 
from the Missouri River. Within a year of the marriage, Joseph and Anna 
purchased that farm and began their own family.

Between 1870 and 1885, Anna Koenigsfeld Kremer bore six children 
and was pregnant with a seventh when forty- year- old Joseph died of double 
pneumonia. Fifteen- year- old Henry, my grandfather, became the man of 
the house upon his father’s death, and with the help of his younger siblings 
continued to try to make a living on his parents’ farm. Over time, as he 
reached adulthood, he was able to purchase a farm adjacent to the one 
owned by his widowed mother.

Like so many Missourians during the mid- to- late nineteenth century, 
these three generations of Kremer men were farmers whose crops and live-
stock were largely consumed by their families. The 1880 federal agricultural 
census indicates that Joseph owned twenty acres of tilled land, two acres of 

Fig. 1: Built in 1892, this served as Our Lady Help of Christians Church and School until 
a new church was built in 1922. Heinrich (Henry) Kremer is second from left. The author 
attended school in this building from 1954 to 1961. The building was razed in 1963. 
Photograph taken ca. 1894. Credit: Our Lady Help of Christians Parish. 
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 My Missouri 5

“Permanent Meadows,” and eighty acres of “Unimproved” land— woodland 
and forest. The value of his farm, including land, fences, and buildings to-
taled $1,500. His farming implements and machinery were worth $80 and 
his livestock was valued at $250. The livestock consisted of two horses and 
two mules, four “Milch” cows, whose milk allowed the family to produce 
twenty- five pounds of butter. He also had four “other” cows. Three calves 
were “dropped” during the preceding year. Joseph sold five head of cattle 
during the previous year and slaughtered one for his family’s food. He also 
had sixteen head of swine, and his poultry flock numbered 100. The latter 
produced 100 dozen eggs over the course of the year. Presumably, the few 
cattle that were sold provided cash that allowed the family to acquire basic 
commodities that they could not or chose not to produce: salt, sugar, coffee, 
tobacco, and some limited clothing, including shoes. It is likely that butter 
and eggs were bartered for some of these commodities as well.

Joseph raised one ton of hay on one acre of land, no doubt the hay 
going to feed his livestock. Similarly, he produced 200 bushels of “Indian 
corn” on sixteen acres of land and 475 bushels of wheat on twenty- three 
acres. One quarter acre was devoted to the production of sugar cane, which 
yielded fifteen gallons of molasses. Another quarter acre of land produced 
twenty- five bushels of potatoes. A half- acre was devoted to the production 
of apples, although there appears to have been no harvest of apples during 
the year preceding the taking of the census.

Such was the limited produce of a hardscrabble farmer with a wife and 
four children, ages one month to nine years. Joseph’s twenty- one- year- old 
sister, Mary, lived with the family and is listed on the federal census return 
as “househelp.”

Their lives were burdened in many ways by the early deaths of men in 
the family, who did not live long enough to accumulate significant capital 
to pass on to the next generation. Thus, each of these three men had to start 
over, without the benefit of his father’s accumulated wealth, save for the 
land he tilled.

Another burden of multi- generational early death was a keen awareness of 
the fragility of life and the recognition of one’s own mortality. Perhaps this 
encouraged a deep commitment to religiosity and the Catholic faith that 
they shared with the overwhelming majority of their neighbors and friends.

None of the three men had much in the way of formal education. Henry, 
the youngest of the three, attended school for only six years. It is likely that 
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6 Prologue

his father and grandfather had even less schooling. Formal education had 
little value in the Missouri they knew, and there were no schools beyond the 
elementary grades anywhere nearby.

My own father was born on the farm of his father in 1914, the youngest 
of three surviving children from my grandfather’s second marriage (the first 
ended when his young wife died). My grandmother, a widow when she 
married my grandfather, brought two children to her second marriage. The 
eldest, Martin Kaver, was her biological son. The second, Joseph, was an 
“orphan train” boy from New York City.  Orphan trains originated with 
New York minister and philanthropist, Charles Loring Brace.  Troubled by 
poverty- stricken, homeless children in New York City, Brace and his succes-
sors transported orphan children by train to midwestern states, including 
Missouri, in the hope that rural and small- town life in the Midwest would 
improve the lives and lot of these children.  Between 1854 and 1929, as 
many as 200,000 children left New York City by means of orphan trains.

Tragedy struck my father’s family in 1915, when his mother died of can-
cer. My father was only eighteen months old at the time. He never knew 
his mother, and he suffered her loss throughout his too- short life: he died 
in 1979 of the same cancer that claimed his mother. He was only sixty- five 
years old.

So, my father was raised in a large, extended, blended family by his grand-
mother, an unmarried aunt, and an older sister. Like my grandmother, my 
great- grandmother had taken in an orphan- train child, a young girl from 
New York named Helen.

Like his father before him, my father had a limited education: eight years 
of elementary school. According to the 1880 census, my grandmother could 
neither read nor write. As a teenager during the Great Depression, my dad 
hired out to local farmers as a laborer, sometimes cutting railroad ties for 
fifty cents per day and cordwood for whatever price it would fetch during 
the winter months. During the late 1930s, he was fortunate enough to get 
a job with the Works Progress Administration (WPA), one of President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s anti- Depression agencies. In 1939 he worked 
as a “common laborer” in addition to working fifteen weeks on a WPA 
project for annual wages totaling $125.

Bernard Kremer, my father, enlisted in the U.S. Army on June 16, 1941, 
nearly six months prior to the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. He spent 
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 My Missouri 7

the bulk of the war with Company E of the Sixty- Third Infantry Regiment 
of the Army’s Sixth Division, a unit often referred to as “Red Star.” This unit 
spent more than 300 days in combat in the jungles of New Guinea and on 
the island of Luzon in the Philippines between 1943 and 1945.

Bernard, or “Ben” as he was commonly called, was discharged from the 
Army on November 1, 1945. His years of military service and the brutal 
war experiences weighed heavily on him for the remainder of his life. He 
became active in a local VFW chapter and tried to attend as many veterans’ 
funerals as possible. He also attended annual reunions of his old army unit. 
He knew the sacrifices his fellow veterans had made. During the era of 
the Vietnam War, he often chafed at references to the conflict as being 
American soldiers’ first exposure to guerilla warfare. He knew better.

Following his discharge from the Army, Ben returned to the community 
where he had grown up. His elderly father had sold the farm, so he went 
looking for work elsewhere. He found employment with the Missouri 
Pacific Railroad.

Like so many men of his generation, Ben remained unmarried into his 
early thirties; it was difficult enough for him to provide the basics of life for 
himself, much less for a wife and family.

His marital status changed on November 6, 1947, when he married 
Gertrude Hausmann Broker, a widowed mother of a three- year- old whose 
husband had died in the war.

Initially, the newlyweds and Gertrude’s daughter moved to a farm in the 
fertile Missouri River Bottom in northern Osage County. Ben left his job 
with the railroad because it required him to be away from his new family 
during the week. For roughly the next eighteen months, he worked on the 
farm in exchange for a salary of $100 per month, plus an old farm house 
to live in, a cow for milking, two butchering hogs, and access to a garden 
plot and a potato patch. The effort at farming was short- lived: a Missouri 
River flood in the spring of 1949 sent the family packing to higher ground. 
Eventually, they settled in a house in the village of Frankenstein that had 
once belonged to Ben’s grandmother. By the late 1940s, the house was 
owned by Ben’s Aunt Kate, the youngest of his father’s siblings.

Aunt Kate was a spinster who “kept house” for the local Catholic priest 
and lived in the rectory of Our Lady Help of Christians parish. Her duties 
included cooking and cleaning for the pastor. She rented the house she had 

Kremer - First Pass Page Proof.indd   7Kremer - First Pass Page Proof.indd   7 7/9/21   3:16 PM7/9/21   3:16 PM



8 Prologue

inherited from her mother to my parents for $6.00 a month. As part of the 
bargain, my parents took over the responsibility of caring for Aunt Kate’s 
elderly brother, who happened to be my father’s dad and my grandfather.

Aunt Kate’s house became my home for the better part of the next two 
decades. It was a ramshackle one- and- a- half- story frame structure with a 
tin, cat- slide roof and absolutely no sign of paint on its weather- boarded 
walls. It had no running water, meaning no indoor plumbing and no bath-
room. Instead it featured a two- seat outhouse and a cistern near the house 
from which water could be pumped by hand.

My father’s lack of formal education led him to work at a series of man-
ual labor/unskilled jobs: first as an assistant in an auto body repair shop, 
then as a store clerk, and, for much of my childhood, as a “grease monkey,” 
one who greased cars, changed their oil, and cleaned them. For the last 
twenty years of his working life, my father toiled as a boiler fireman for the 
Missouri Department of Corrections. None of the jobs he held over the 
course of his life paid very well, our family living paycheck to paycheck. 
Money was neither “saved” nor “invested.”

In truth, my father, like so many rural Missourians of his generation, was 
unprepared for the world he entered as a mature, young adult during the 
mid- 1930s. His most obvious deficiency was his lack of formal education. 
He did not benefit from the GI Bill that helped so many other WWII 
veterans. He may not have even known about it, and even if he had, his 
isolation in a small homogeneous community left him unprepared to access 
and benefit from it or, for that matter, most of the other innovations of the 
modernizing world.

As for my mother, she had no aspirations beyond those of being a wife 
and mother, roles in which she excelled. She had escaped the isolation and 
homogeneity of rural Missouri farm life for a few years during the late 
1930s, when she was sent to a St. Louis suburb by her widowed father to 
work as a domestic servant in the private home of a multi- generational 
family. The 1940 federal census reveals that she, as an 18- year- old “maid,” 
worked fifty- two weeks in 1939. She worked sixty hours during the week 
of March 24–30, 1940. Her salary for the entire year of 1939 was $198, 
or $3.81 per week. If the sixty- hour week was a normal one for her, that 
means that she earned 6 cents per hour, plus, of course, the all- important 
“room and board.”
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 My Missouri 9

I grew up in the farming community where my parents had grown up, 
in a house with no running water, no bathroom, no central heat or air- 
conditioning, and no television or telephone, at least not in the early years 
of my memory. My life centered around my mom and my dad, a sister, 
Sharon, who was four years my senior, another sister, Janet, who was three 
years my junior— and, of course, Our Lady Help of Christians Catholic 
Church and School.

Fig. 2: Our Lady Help of Christians Catholic Church, Frankenstein, as it appeared during 
the author’s youth. The church was built in 1922 and has always been the spiritual and 
social center of the community. Credit: Our Lady Help of Christians Parish.

I started school in the first grade (there was no kindergarten) in September 
of 1954. That was the year of the Brown v. Board of Education U.S. Supreme 
Court decision, which outlawed racial segregation in public education. I 
knew nothing of Brown. There were no African Americans in my commu-
nity, although the nuns at Our Lady Help of Christians Parochial School 
taught us that racial bigotry was wrong. Archbishop Joseph Ritter, head of 
the St. Louis Archdiocese, which included my community, had threatened 
Catholics who stood in the way of racially integrated schools under his ju-
risdiction with excommunication, the ultimate punishment for a Catholic.

I don’t recall ever questioning a Catholic teaching or teacher as an ele-
mentary school student. Priests and nuns (we called them “sisters”) were 
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10 Prologue

absolute authority figures in my community. Because I lived only a few 
hundred yards from the school and church, I was often called upon to assist 
the priest and nuns. My sisters and I picked wildflowers (mostly daisies and 
black- eyed Susans) from nearby pastures to decorate altars in the church. I 
and my best friend, Tim Samson, who also lived nearby, served Mass when 
no other altar boys were available, which was much of the time, and we 
fired up the large wood- burning furnace in the school basement because 
our parish priest’s frugality prevented him from hiring a school janitor.

Fig. 3: Priests and others gathered in celebration of the centennial of the founding of Our 
Lady Help of Christians Catholic Parish, 1963, Frankenstein, Missouri. Author is fourth 
from the left. To his immediate right is best friend Tim Samson. Credit: Our Lady Help of 
Christians Parish.

There was little that was memorable or profound about my elementary 
school education. Like most American students of the 1950s, I learned to 
fear godless communists. In 1957, in the wake of the shock of the Soviets’ 
launch of the first satellite, Sputnik, I and several of my classmates who 
were deemed to be of above- average intelligence were moved from the third 
to the fifth grade, having skipped the fourth grade, presumably, out of the 
new national commitment to “catching up” with the Soviets.

One of the most memorable events of my years of elementary school 
came on January 20, 1961, the day that John F. Kennedy was inaugurated 
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as the thirty- fifth president of the United States, the first Catholic to hold 
that office. It was the only time in my memory that a television was brought 
into Our Lady Help of Christians School. I was moved then, even as I 
continue to be today, some sixty years later, by Kennedy’s call to service and 
idealism: “Ask not what your country can do for you,” the new president 
suggested, “but what you can do for your country.”

My idealism knew no bounds. Like many other children of the 1960s, I 
wanted to change the world. At first I thought I could do this by becoming 
a priest. While we were in the eighth grade, Tim Samson, still my best 
friend, and I made plans to enroll in the fall of 1961 at St. Thomas Aquinas 
Preparatory Seminary in Hannibal, Missouri. I turned thirteen during my 
first week of classes at the seminary. I had never been away from home for 
more than a day or two at a time, usually an overnight stay with a cousin, 
and was homesick beyond belief.

I spent two years at the seminary in a highly structured social envi-
ronment that was punctuated by academic rigor. The most memorable 
event of those two years happened on the night of October 22, 1962. It 
was a Monday evening, and all of my fellow students and I were in our 
mandatory evening study hall. A television was brought into the room 
so that we could all watch President Kennedy deliver his Cuban Missile 
Crisis Speech. Nearly six decades later, I still remember the absolute terror 
I felt in hearing the president of the United States deliver an ultimatum 
to USSR Premier Nikita Khrushchev and the Soviet Union. I and most of 
the others in the room felt certain that nuclear war and annihilation were 
imminent. Some of the other students were crying. Others actually asked 
permission to use a phone so they might reach their parents in order to tell 
them goodbye.

A fear of the Soviets pervaded my childhood and adolescence. I had 
continuing nightmares about an invasion of Frankenstein, population all of 
38, and how I was forced to fight off Soviet soldiers, armed only with my 
antique Winchester pump .22 rifle.

Of course, a nuclear war in which all of us died never came, but my fear 
of communists did not diminish. A couple of years later, after I abandoned 
my goal of becoming a priest and began attending a central Missouri public 
high school with a Catholic name (Fatima), I was selected by school offi-
cials to participate, along with three of my classmates, in a live television 
program titled “Communism Looks at Youth.” The program was mistitled. 
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12 Prologue

It should have been called “Youths Look at Communism,” or, even more 
accurately, “Youths Give Communists Hell!”

The program was hosted by Missouri Supreme Court Commissioner 
Alden A. Stockard. Panel participants were asked to read Masters of Deceit, 
a book written by the virulently anti- communist director of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, J. Edgar Hoover, and then discuss the nefarious 
deeds of communists described therein, by means of leading questions and 
comments posed by Commissioner Stockard. I remember little of what 
transpired during the half hour program, although I do remember the feel-
ing of fear I had upon leaving the television station when the program was 
over. More precisely, I feared that communists might have been watching 
the program and, having heard what I had to say about them, might be 
planning to retaliate against me in some violent way, perhaps by affixing a 
bomb to my car. Indeed, once inside the vehicle, I hesitated to start the en-
gine, then actually heaved a sigh of relief when it started without exploding.

Concerns about communism aside, I was largely politically unaware 
during most of my high school years, although I remember vividly the 
assassination of President Kennedy and the accompanying feeling that the 
entire nation was in trouble as a consequence. As anyone of my generation 
can tell you, I remember exactly where I was and what I was doing when 
I heard the news of the assassination. I was sitting alone in a classroom at 
Fatima High School in the Osage County village of Westphalia, taking a 
makeup test for a biology class that I had missed because of travel with the 
school’s basketball team. Suddenly, I heard the unmistakable voice of the 
school superintendent over the school intercom. The voice said that the 
president had been shot and everyone should go to the gymnasium. Once 
in the gym, the superintendent told us that our beloved president was dead.

I could not believe it. I had never experienced anything like this. President 
Kennedy had seemed so alive and energetic, so invulnerable. Like millions 
of my fellow Americans, I was glued to the television set for the next several 
days, watching Walter Cronkite and his colleagues at CBS News cover all 
the activities resulting from the assassination. I was still watching two days 
later, when Jack Ruby stepped in front of Lee Harvey Oswald and mortally 
wounded him during a live national broadcast. At that moment, I began to 
wonder if instead of being America the blessed, we might not be America 
the cursed.
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